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Guaymi Indians (also known as Ngobe-Bugle) in Panama's western province of Chiriqui have
escalated their protests against copper-mining operations in the district of San Felix. Numerous
demonstrations during the past four months culminated in a violent clash with police in October,
but there is no sign that President Ernesto Perez Balladares's administration will give in to demands
that the mining contract with the Canadian firm Panacobre be revoked.
Over the opposition of Guaymi leaders, the government signed a 25-year contract with Panacobre
in February, allowing that company to begin mining the vast copper reserves of Cerro Colorado in
Chiriqui. Since then, protests have been more or less constant (see NotiSur, 05/16/96). The protests
involve more than the immediate issue of the Panacobre contract. Guaymi and other indigenous
groups have protested mining, tourism, and other forms of development within their areas for
decades. They argue that exploitation of their land and resources by outsiders should be undertaken
only after prior agreement with their representatives.
A problem for the Guaymi that weakens their leverage over their own resources is that they do
not have the status of an autonomous region (comarca) even though they have inhabited Chiriqui,
Veraguas, and Bocas del Toro provinces since pre-Columbian times. In July, the Guaymi General
Congress renewed demands, dating back 25 years, that its territory be delimited by law and
designated as a comarca before Panacobre starts operations.
The General Congress also wants to negotiate a greater share of the profits from mining than the
1% stipulated in Panacobre's contract. But in the same month, Panacobre began mining without any
government action on the requests, although Perez Balladares has promised action on a comarca law
in 1997. The government has taken the position that the mineral resources of Cerro Colorado belong
to the state, not to the Guaymi, and since the Guaymi do not have comarca status, no agreement
with their leaders is necessary.
Since July, General Congress leaders have threatened that if Panacobre does not abandon Cerro
Colorado, it will be "removed" by the Guaymi. Talks between President Perez Balladares and
Guaymi General Congress President Marcelino Montezuma broke down in late August.
Perez Balladares said at the time that the Guaymi were not interested in a solution, while the
Panamanian government only wanted to create jobs in the region to improve the lot of the
indigenous people. For his part, Montezuma conditioned renewed talks on a suspension of the
mining operations at Cerro Colorado. Some observers claim that the Guaymi want the mine because
of the economic benefits it promises and that the General Congress is out of touch with them.
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Panacobre says it will spend US$1.8 million on schools and other social programs in the region and
that it will eventually employ as many as 1,000 Guaymi workers.
At a press conference in September, General Congress advisor Julio Dixon shifted the focus of
attention from the government to Panacobre, charging that the firm was proceeding with its
operations in "open defiance" of the Guaymi people and warned that the Congress will take strong
action against the company. On Oct. 11, in Veraguas, and on Oct. 12, in Chiriqui, thousands of
Guaymi held protest demonstrations demanding the immediate suspension of mining and the
cancellation of all mining contracts within Indian territory.
General Congress leader Victor Guerra called for an end to the "deceptions," "menacing
arrogance," and "impositions" against Indian peoples." "The destiny of the Ngobe-Bugle is being
negotiated by transnational corporations," said Guerra. Guerra also demanded that the legislature
adopt the 1969 indigenous-rights accord of the International Labor Organization (ILO), which
guarantees state respect for indigenous rights and culture. Panamanian delegates signed the accord
in 1989 but it was never ratified. The Oct. 12 protest ended in a violent clash with police leaving one
policeman, a government official, and two Indians hurt.
Local officials claimed that some of the Indians were armed with military-style weapons, but
General Congress spokesperson Eusebio Bilboard denied the allegation. "If the Ngobe-Bugle people
had heavy weapons, we would quickly have our comarca," he said. In addition to the October
demonstrations, protesters began a march on Oct. 13 in Chiriqui that is scheduled to finish in the
nation's capital on Oct. 26. There, the marchers plan to go on a hunger strike, according to Bilboard.
On Oct. 15, Trade Minister Raul Arango, proposed new talks but gave no ground on the Guaymi
demands. Instead, he gave the impression that the government believes the protests are the result
of a failure of communication. "The Indians have some concerns and doubts...[because] no one has
clearly explained the contract to them," he said. Meanwhile, the conflict with the Guaymi and overly
stringent environmental-protection laws threaten foreign investment in mining, which will total
US$2 billion over the next eight years, according to the president of the Mining Chamber Antonio
Velazquez. [Sources: Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 09/12/96; International Market
Insight, 09/23/96; Reuter, 09/27/96; Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias Spanish News Service,
09/28/96; Inter Press Service, 08/28/96, 10/12/96; Agence France-Presse, 08/23/96, 09/29/96, 10/10/96,
10/15/96]
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